a heterogeneous set. Working one's way through that set, one experiences, in Stephen Heath's phrase, a vertige du deplacement, one is led over a number of catastrophic folds (as defined by Rene Thom). Only too often, would-be disciples of Barthes (is it really possible to be a 'disciple' of Barthes?), striving for conceptual stability, have anchored their emulations in a moment (I should perhaps say 'fragment') of his 'displacements': his theory of scription (ecriture), or his `structuralism,' or his semiotics, or his textual sensuality. Interesting, no doubt, but Roland Barthes is elsewhere. Alain Robbe-Grillet put it rather well at Cerisy-la-Salle in 1977, even though the fragments he had in mind were of a more minute size: «The Barthesian fragment is constantly slipping off, and its meaning resides not in the items of content that will show up here and there but, on the contrary, in the very instance of slippage.»' Substituting text and theory for fragment and content gives a fair picture of the functioning of his scription. I Barthes himself . Unlike what happened at other colloquia, the one during which the novels of Claude Simon were discussed, for instance, when the writer sat among the audience, intervening on occasion, while scholars dissected and analyzed his work Roland Barthes sat up front, facing the audience, orienting the course of the discussion as much as the actual chairman did. He set the tone of those seven days; he was softspoken, mellow, allusive, understanding, and even an impish Robbe-Grillet could not provoke much antagonistic sparkle. Benign as he might appear, however, he was definitely the master, a position that was reinforced by the presence of many of his seminar students, with their casual deference, coupled with what was close to adulation. His situation as a writer-critic who was also an eminent professor was a paradoxical one. Nevertheless he did not take it for granted-witness his musing upon it in an essay pubished in the fall, 1971, issue of Tel Quel. In that essay, he had proposed, wistfully, «In short, within the very limits of the teaching space as given, the need is to work at patiently tracing out a pure form, that of a floating ...; a floating which would not destroy anything but would be content simply to disorientate the Law. The necessities of promotion, professional obligations..., imperatives of knowledge, prestige of method, ideological criticisms-everything is there, but floating.»' He was in New York for a brief period of time in November, 1978. He had been invited to speak at the New York Institute for the Humanities at New York University, and that is where I saw him last. He appeared in better health than he had been at Cerisy (he had written me, «Cerisy, as far as I am concerned, is far removed; anyway, I was imperfectly present, worried because I had left my mother»), " although he had lost his mother in the meantime and had been deeply affected by her death. He talked about Proust and about himself; he spoke of the death of the novelist's mother. Listening to Barthes, one felt that such a death had triggered the birth of the writer of A la recherche du temps perdu; no more socialite outings, no more essays-only the novel and the solitude of the cork-lined room. One also had the impression that Barthes envisioned a new writing future opening up in front of himself. Proust, however, was in his mid-thirties when his mother died; Barthes, when his passed away, was in his early sixties. On the inside back cover of Roland Barthes par Roland Barthes one reads the following exchange: «What will you write now?
Could you still write something? -One writes with one's desire, and I have a never-ending desire.»" Perhaps a failure of desire preceded the failure of will; perhaps it was accompanied by a realization that the new form of writing he envisioned in 1978 was beyond his reach. Whatever happened, I am reminded of the following statement found toward the end of his text on Michelet («the book of mine about which, on the one hand, people talk the least and, on the other, the one I endure the best»), " a writer Barthes admired as much as he disliked Racine: «It is thus all of Michelet's discourse-meaning all his work-that carries him, torn apart, far from his paradise: he was perhaps the first writer of our modernity who could only celebrate an impossible discourse.»" Today, I can only be grateful for the existence of Barthes's 'impossible' scription.
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